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This image is from the private collection of Barbara Shaw.On July 28, Margery Wayne Shaw M.D. J.D. (1923–2012)
died in her home town of Evansville, Indiana from compli-
cations of leukemia, which evolved from amyelodysplasia.
An accomplished human cytogeneticist, Marge found it
ironic that she had developed 5q syndrome.
I met Marge in the spring of 1973 and performed grad-
uate studies in human genetics under her guidance from
1973–1975. We became lifelong friends. In this remem-
brance I will recount her remarkable achievements in three
distinct careers. Although she rarely spoke of it, Marge’s
success in science is all the more remarkable because she
achieved much of it in an era when women faced signifi-
cant, if subtle, gender discrimination.
As a high school student in Evansville, Marge evidenced
an active distaste for high school biology, which she re-
called as being overly concerned with the dissection of
foul-smelling lower organisms. After graduating near the
top of her class in 1940, Marge matriculated at Hanover
College (Hanover, Indiana) with the intention of majoring
in music and mathematics. Her piano skills must have
been well honed; teaching piano to children of the faculty
is the second among the more than 40 jobs that she listed
on her resume. During her freshman year, Marge met her
future husband (and a human geneticist), Charles
(‘‘Hez’’) Shaw, a fellow Hoosier who had matriculated two
years earlier. Marge’s career at Hanover College was brief.
In the autumn of her sophomore year, she and Hez were
expelled for violating parietal hours! Recalling this event
(which caused much parental consternation) six decades
later, Marge reported that they had spent the chilly night
chastely huddled together in a cave watching the moon-
light dancing on the Ohio River.
In those simpler times, it was possible to matriculate at
some medical schools without a college degree. About
one semester shy of completing his baccalaureate, Hez
applied to and was accepted to the University of Alabama
School of Medicine. He and Marge married on May 31,
1942, and Marge also enrolled at the University of Ala-
bama, from which she graduated magna cum laude in
1945. Her undergraduate course preparation in genetics
consisted of a single quarter of botany. However, decades
later she credited the statistical aspects of that course for
stimulating her first interest in genetics. While she was
a student at the University of Alabama, Marge also worked
part-time for J. Gordon Carlson, a professor of zoology.
Marge’s job was to catch grasshoppers and prepare them
for cytogenetic study. In her personal papers, she notes1Third Rock Ventures, Boston, MA 02110
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The Americanthat in his lab she had ‘‘watched grasshopper neuroblast
mitoses under the microscope.’’
Marge’s transition into genetics accelerated in 1945,
when the young couple moved to New York City. Hez
began his internship at NYU, and Marge began a Master’s
degree program in genetics at Columbia University. During
that period (1945–1946), she worked as a lab instructor for
undergraduate summer students in botany (a position for
which she felt ill prepared). More importantly, she became
a lab technician for the great corn geneticist Marcus
Rhoades. She wrote that she ‘‘counted chromosomes in
root tip metaphases to establish the segregation ratio in
F1 from crosses of diploid x trisomy-10 plants, and found
a 1:1ratio.’’ In the summer of 1946 she worked for Rhoades
at the Nevis estate (north of New York City), where shey of Human Genetics. All rights reserved.
Journal of Human Genetics 91, 773–777, November 2, 2012 773
made ‘‘pachytene squashes.’’ At Columbia she took
a course with Theodosius Dobzhansky, from whom she
first learned population genetics and who greatly influ-
enced her.
Now a physician in the Air Force, Hez was able to defer
his active service so he could pursue a fellowship in nutri-
tional studies at Cornell, where the couple spent the years
from 1948–1951. In Ithaca, Marge began studies for a
doctoral degree, but she stopped after the birth of a
daughter, Barbara. She instead worked as a lab technician
for Adrian Srb, one of the founders of neurospora genetics.
In 1951 military obligations took the couple to Alaska,
where Marge obtained her first faculty position. Over
a two year stint she served as an instructor at the University
of Alaska in both biology and chemistry; she taught under-
graduate courses in a range of subjects, including genetics,
embryology, histology, qualitative and quantitative chem-
istry, and organic chemistry! In 1953 the couple moved to
Ann Arbor, Michigan, andMarge enrolled at the University
of Michigan School of Medicine, from which she gradu-
ated cum laude in 1957.
In that era, thanks to the indefatigable JimNeel (President
of ASHG in 1954), the University of Michigan (which estab-
lished what was arguably the nation’s first genetic coun-
seling clinic in 1941)was already a pre-eminent site atwhich
to study human genetics. In 1953, during her first year in
medical school, Marge conducted her first research in
human genetics; her work was compiling pedigrees of fami-
lies burdened with multiple polyposis and attempting to
estimate the mutation rate in the predisposing gene. In
1957–1958 Marge took a rotating internship at St. Joseph
Hospital in Ann Arbor. She was one of two women and
elevenmen. The other womanwas Beverly Jewell, who later
marriedgeneticistEldonSutton (PresidentofASHGin1979).
The two women became lifelong friends. Among Marge’s
papers is a single page listing the 13 patients who diedwhile
under her care that year. A few words about each person
remind the reader of how hard internship can be. Marge
lost a 28-year-old nurse who came in with an earache and
died a day later of meningitis. About her Marge later wrote,
‘‘I was age 35 at the time, and was shocked by how quickly
life can be snatched from people who are in their prime.’’
She lost another patient, aman, to lung cancer. Marge wrote
that he ‘‘drowned to death—died with his eyes open.’’
In the summer of 1958, Marge became an instructor in
the medical school’s Department of Human Genetics. In
addition to teaching human genetics to medical students
andworking in the genetic counseling clinic, she embarked
on her first major research project. Under the watchful eye
of Neel andwithmentorship from ophthalmologist Harold
Falls, she conducted an exhaustive study of the mutation
rate of aniridia (the absence of the iris) by seeking to ascer-
tain every patient in Michigan and New Brunswick,
Canada. Marge presented this study as an abstract at the
ASHG meeting held at Pennsylvania State University in
September, 1959. She published the final report in AJHG
in 1960.1 Recently, Aravinda Chakravarti (President of774 The American Journal of Human Genetics 91, 773–777, NovembASHG in 2008), who came to know Marge when he was
a doctoral student, commented to me that he thought the
aniridia study was a classic example of the proper way to
conduct such research. In 1959 Marge, no doubt heavily
influenced by the breakthrough discoveries of Tjio and
Levan2 and of Jerome LeJeune,3 started research in human
cytogenetics. As was so common in the 1940s and 1950s,
the pace and direction of her career had been shaped to fit
that of her husband. Nevertheless, at the age of 36 she
was extraordinarily well prepared to become a leader in
human cytogenetics. Fifteen years had elapsed since she
first looked at grasshopper mitoses. Over the years she
had studied Drosophila genetics with Dobzhansky, corn
cytogenetics with Rhoades, neurospora genetics with Srb,
and human genetics with Neel!
From 1961–1966 Marge was an assistant professor in the
Department of Human Genetics at the University of Mich-
igan. During this period she trained her first post-doctoral
fellow, Maimon Cohen, who would have a distinguished
career in human genetics and play a major role in the
ASHG, for which he served as the treasurer for many years
and as the president in 1994. Marge was promoted to asso-
ciate professor in 1967, the very year that the University of
Texas Graduate School of Biomedical Sciences recruited her
to help build its program in human genetics (Hez accepted
a faculty position at the MD Anderson Hospital). In Hous-
ton she joined such luminaries as Al Knudson (President of
ASHG in 1978) and William Schull (President of ASHG in
1970). Marge, who hated cold weather but had endured
New York City, Ithaca, Alaska, and Ann Arbor, was ecstatic.
She once confided to me that although she had been lured
with a dramatic increase in salary, she would have taken
a cut in pay to move to a warmer climate! In her first
decade as a research human geneticist (1958–68), Marge
published 76 original articles, abstracts, chapters, book
reviews, and editorials. Among other prominent
colleagues, her coauthors included Richard Tashian, Robert
Krooth, and Maimon Cohen.
One of my favorite papers from that period is her paper
with Krooth on the chromosomes of the Tasmanian rat
kangaroo.4 Throughout her life, wherever Marge resided,
one was certain to find kangaroo images —on coffee
mugs, on pillow slips, on tee shirts. Her fondness for this
alien animal grew out of her experience one Christmas
eve in Ann Arbor, when a live kangaroo arrived from
Australia. She quickly made a temporary home for it in
the lab and made sure it had an adequate supply of chow
for the holiday. Imagine how an Animal Care Committee
would react today! Marge loved baby kangaroos, so much
so that she named her first computer ‘‘Joey.’’
During the 1970s, no doubt influenced by the growing
interest in cancer biology, Marge began to study agents
that damaged chromosomes. Always interested in vocabu-
lary, she bragged later in life that she had invented the
word ‘‘clastogen’’ to describe an agent that broke chromo-
somes and that it had made it into the dictionaries.
Another small project that she often recalled from thiser 2, 2012
time in her career was studying the chromosomes of the
Gemini and Apollo astronauts (Abstract in Am. J. Hum.
Genet. 22, 11a). Far more significant was her work on chro-
mosome banding patterns. In 1971, working withMaximo
Drets and her long-time technician, Ann P. Craig, Marge
published five papers on that topic (see, for example, her
paper in PNAS5 that year). Also in that year, Ann andMarge
published a notable paper in Science on polymorphisms of
human constitutive heterochromatin.6
In the fall of 1973, when I entered Marge’s lab, I was
immediately struck by the fact that I was - from a gender
perspective—a distinct minority. Although it went
unstated, Marge unquestionably ran a lab that was gender
blind, a not-so-common climate at the time. Marge treated
everyone as a colleague, and she made everyone in her
lab—even the most junior technician (or clumsiest grad-
uate student) —feel that she or he was a key player on
the team. I clearly remember the quiet pride that Freddie
B. Moore, a reserved black woman working as a technician
in her lab, felt to be coauthor on a paper published in the
AJHG in 1973.7
Marge and Hez divorced in 1972, but they continued to
be friends throughout their lives and often traveled to Cal-
ifornia at the same time to visit their daughter. After Hez
developed Parkinson disease, Marge and Barbara moved
him in 1994 to Evansville. They later helped him move to
a chronic-care facility in Greensburg, Indiana (where he
died in 1998). Marge visited him often during his last years.
I became entwined inMargery’s life as shewas embarking
onher secondcareer. Anewlyminted lawyerwhowanted to
study human genetics, I wrote to Adrian Srb at Cornell for
advice. Replying promptly, he told me that the best course
was for me to contact his former student, Margery Shaw.
Beginning in the late 1960s, Marge had become very inter-
ested in the myriad ethical and legal issues that were loom-
ing in human genetics. In1969 she enrolled in the Univer-
sity of Houston Law School, from which she graduated in
1973 (all the while having maintained her day job!). As
she had done in human cytogenetics in the 1960s, she
quickly established herself in the nascent field of biomed-
ical ethics. From 1973–1987 Marge was one of the nation’s
most prolific and respected commentators on legal and
policy issues in human genetics, and she published about
70 papers on topics such as legal liability in genetic coun-
seling, the legal standards for determining paternity, the re-
combinant DNA controversy, the legal status of the fetus,
and invitro fertilization. In1974Margewas a visiting fellow
at Yale Law School, where sheworked closelywith Professor
Jay Katz (who became a lifelong friend), a psychoanalyst
who was one of the major intellectual architects of the
modern doctrine of informed consent. From 1980–1984
shewas theactingdirectorof theCenter for the Inter-Profes-
sional StudyofHealthLaw, jointly supportedby theUniver-
sity of Texas and the University of Houston.
During this period Marge came under the influence of
the prominent ethicist Joseph Fletcher (a founding father
of biomedical ethics), who had earned the enmity of Pres-The Americanident Nixon. Nixon thought his influential book, Situation
Ethics,8 provided intellectual legitimacy to the student
anti-war movement. Margery and Joe (1905–1991) also
became close friends. One topic that they frequently dis-
cussed was the four categories of human love articulated
by the Greek philosophers. Fletcher introduced Marge to
‘‘storge,’’ love for family or for fellow members of a tightly
knit community. Marge, who felt a deep attachment both
to her kin and to those with whom she worked, was
delighted that the ancient philosophers had developed
an idea that was an essential element of her philosophy.
Reflecting on her career in medical jurisprudence and
biomedical ethics, Marge once mentioned to me that as
a student at the University of Michigan Medical School
she had received an Aþ in only one course: medical juris-
prudence. When I was visiting her two weeks before her
death, I remindedMarge of that anecdote, but she doubted
the grade. So, we pulled a copy of her transcript—sure
enough, there was the Aþ.
During the late 1970s and 1980s, Marge led a peripatetic
life. In the summers of 1973–1975, at the invitation of her
old friend, hematologist and geneticist JohnGraham (Presi-
dent of ASHG in 1972), she was a visiting professor at the
University of North Carolina Medical School at Chapel
Hill (where we cotaught one of the first full medical school
courses inbiomedical ethics). In1978she servedaspresident
of theGenetics Society of America, and in1982 she served as
president of the American Society of Human Genetics. The
presidential address that she delivered in 1983was an expert
review of the growing impact of genetic information on the
courts and included a daring speculation that the daymight
come when knowledge about reproductive risk might
reshape the contours of reproductive rights. Anticipating
a revolution in carrier testing and prenatal diagnosis, she re-
flected that ‘‘Parenthoodmay become a privilege to be cher-
ished rather thana right tobeexercised..’’9 In1983 shewas
a visiting professor at the University of Utah, where she
became involved in the ethics of using artificial hearts and
edited a book on the then-famous case of Barney Clark, the
first man to receive such a device.10 From 1982–1988 she
served as the Andrew D.White Professor-at-Large at Cornell
University, where she spent three-week-long stints on
campus in1983,1985, and1987.Nodoubthercommitment
to visit for only a fraction of the usual time (‘‘White’’ profes-
sors typically visit for four weeks each year for six years) re-
flected her ambivalence about Ithaca weather.
Marge was deeply interested in the history of genetics,
and she drew special pleasure from connecting people
through the generations. For example, I recall her saying
that I was one of Dobzhansky’s ‘‘genetic’’ grand-children
because she had studied with him and I had studied with
her.Whenwewere attending the ASHGmeeting in Atlanta
in 1973, Marge and I were standing among hundreds of
people just outside a large lecture hall when she suddenly
bolted awaywhile saying, ‘‘Oh, there’s Curt Stern [President
of ASHG in 1957]; I have to go meet him.’’ One of mymost
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prepared for me as a Christmas gift in 1982. It consists of
photos of 65 famous figures in the history of genetics;
each figure is accompanied by copies of remembrances
that were published about them over the years in Genetics.
Her long-time administrative assistant, Dolores Lamb,
helped her complete this time-consuming project. Earlier
this year, when I was reviewing some of her private papers,
I cameacross a September15, 1967 letterwritten toher from
Joshua Lederberg (then at Stanford). After continuing what
must have been an ongoing dialog concerning the damage
that viruses might cause to human chromosomes, Leder-
berg confides that the ‘‘Lederberg for Congress bandwagon
collapsed before it started. And for good reason: one candi-
date after another is veering towards a peace ticket, and one
more would be redundant, in fact divisive.’’ Lederberg
thenmuses that ‘‘Someday I probablywill endup ingovern-
ment.’’ At the topof the letter,Margewrote: ‘‘Keep this—it
is precious to me.’’ Many years later, when I worked with
Lederbergonanadvisoryboard to theFBIonDNAforensics,
he spoke warmly of the discussions he had with Marge
about genetics and law.
Marge retired from the University of Texas Graduate
School of Biomedical Sciences in 1987. I was surprised by
the swiftness and certainty with which she closed her
second career—and started her third one! She soon left
Houston to return to her home of Evansville, Indiana.
Over the next 20 years, Marge became an expert genealo-
gist. From 1992–2004 she published about 20 articles in
genealogy journals. She served as President of the Tri-State
Genealogy Society (Illinois, Indiana, and Kentucky) from
1995–1997. But, given how central ‘‘storge’’ was to her
world view, it was no surprise that later in life she moved
first to Spokane and later to Phoenix to be near her beloved
daughter, Barbara, andher only grandson, Ricky.Margewas
immensely proud of the fact that she could trace Ricky’s
heritage (through his father) to William the Conqueror
(1066). The most impressive documents I examined when
I last visited Marge were meticulously prepared, massive
tomes on the history of her family. As she had already given
some volumes away to members of collateral lines of her
family, I can only guess at the dimensions of the project,
but it reached into the thousands of pages! Fittingly, the
last of the 227 publications listed on her curriculum vitae
is a cytogenetics review article that she wrote for the Journal
of the American Association of Genetic Technologists.11
So much goes unstated in a remembrance. Of the
numerous honors that Marge received, she was especially
proud that in 1971 the American Association of University
Women awarded her its annual Achievement Award. She
received two honorary degrees (from the University of
Evansville and from the University of Southern Indiana),
andtheboardof trusteesof amajorpublicuniversitycourted
her for its presidency. Marge served on scores of state and
national committees, testified before Congress, put in long
hours onNIH study sections, traveled throughout theworld
to give invited lectures, trained graduate students, helped
develop major academic programs in human genetics and776 The American Journal of Human Genetics 91, 773–777, Novembin health law, supported colleagues, and positively influ-
enced many young people. Given her deep interest in
both genetics and law andher compassionate nature,Marge
derivedagreat senseof accomplishment fromassisting sena-
tors Jacob Javits and Edward Kennedy in drafting a bill that
became the National Genetic Diseases Act (PL 94-278) in
1976. This law funded the Genetic Diseases Service Branch
of the Health Services Administration and channeled funds
to 34 state genetic service programs that provided genetic
counseling to more than 100,000 women.
Whether submitting grant applications or playing board
games, Marge hated to lose! Over the years I was able to
hold my own with her in Scrabble, but for decades she
had the upper hand at backgammon, and she usually
crushed me in Rummikub. Because she was good at so
many other things, friends and colleagues enjoyed noting
that Marge was a terrible driver. When she decided to give
up driving in about 1999 and brought her battered Taurus
to a local garage, the mechanic noted that it had scrapes
and dents on all 18 sides!
Marge was a night owl, and she really had a tough time
getting started in the morning. Once, we agreed to have
breakfast on a Saturday without specifying a time. I figured
11:00 a.m. might be a good bet. When I called, the phone
rang a dozen times before she picked up and asked groggily
why I was contacting her so early. We had breakfast at
about 1 p.m.
What was the essence of Margery Shaw, the human
geneticist? She coupled a romantic vision of science with
the belief that arguably impossible goals could be reached.
During 1973–1975, when I was her student, we often took
evening walks through the Montrose area of Houston
where she lived and speculated about the future of genetics.
Marge did not know how, but she was certain that geneti-
cists would in her lifetime gain deep insight into the influ-
ence of genetic variants of virtually all human disorders.
Among her papers is a list of lifetime objectives she set
down for herself when she was in her late thirties. In addi-
tion to the expected one of making a discovery worthy of
a Nobel Prize, Marge had some surprises. She hoped to be
elected to the United States Senate AND to travel to the
moon! When I read the list, I smiled. She had missed her
dream goals, but she had done so much more!References
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